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LABOR RJiQUIREIKUTS IN BEEF COU HERDS
Herbert R, Allen and David Jibben*
The cattle producer attempts to allocate and use scarce resources so as
to maximize profits. Efficient use of labor is an important factor of produc
tion, It normally serves to lower production costs v/hich frequently results
in greater profits.
The following report attempts to quantify the number of annual man hours
necessary for different levels of efficiency in labor use with beef cow herds.
Furthermore, this report figures the monthly percentages of total annual labor
required at average efficiency for five different sizes of beef cow herds.
Data for this report have been obtained from a survey of 160 farmers and ranch
ers in Central South Dakota [1],
Average Level of Efficiency
Based on the labor requirements in beef cow herds in Central South Dakota
the relationship of man hours per cow to size of herd is shown graphically in
Figure 1, The negative slope of the curve should be noted, Tliis represents
the decreasing amount of labor required per cow per year as the size of the
beef cow herd increases. Of particular importance to smaller ranchers is the
rapidly decreasing rate of man hours per cow per year in the 10 - 150 cow herd
size range.
Comparative Levels of Efficiency
Table 1 lists the man hours per cow at low, average, and high levels of
^Associate Professor of Economics and Graduate Student respectively.
efficiency, Tlie high labor requirement is assumed to be one standard deviation
above the mean and the low level of labor requirement is assumed to be one
standard deviation below the mean. For any given cow herd size note that the
higher the level of efficiency, the fewer the man hours required per cov; per
year. For example: given an average herd size of 100 beef cows, the operator
at low efficiency devotes 1190 man hours of labor; at average efficiency the
operator expends 887 man hours of labor. The average operator could handle
laore than 160 beef cows in the sane number of man hours that the operator at
low efficiency handled 100 beef cows. An operator at high efficiency devotes
660 man hours of labor v;ith a 100 cov; herd, Tliis operator could handle more
than 300 beef cows in the same number of man hours that the operator at low
efficiency handled 100 beef co\7s.
Each individual level of efficiency is characterized by a decreasing rate
of labor required in conjunction with an increase in herd size, ITliether or
not the individual rancher can improve his level of efficiency, he can decrease
his rate of labor expended with an increase in herd size, particularly in the
range of 10 - 150 beef co^7s.
Monthly Percentages of Annual Labor Requirements
Table 2 indicates monthly percentages of annual labor required at average
efficiency for five different herd sizes. For each of the herd sizes the
monthly percentages of annual labor required is relatively constant. Hie sum
mer and fall months in which beef cow herds are pastured require little labor.
The winter and spring months require larger amounts of labor , April, generally
being the peak of calving season, requires practically 25% of the total annual
labor.
Data in table 2 are derived from data in table 3, The seasonal distribu
tion of labor is based upon the time period when the activities in table 3 are
normally performed under a spring calving program. Grinding and hauling feed
occurs in the late fall and winter months (November through April)• Manure
hauling may be done any time during the year. However, in this analysis it is
assumed to be hauled in the early spring prior to crop planting. Dehorning,
branding, and vaccination is assumed to occur in September, Labor for veteri
nary and general management is distributed throughout the year.
Conclusions
For any level of efficiency presented in this study there exists an in
verse relationship betx^een the annual man hours required per cow and the number
of cattle maintained in the beef cow herd, A comparison of the three levels
of efficiency presented in this study indicates that the higher the level of
efficiency the fev/er man hours required per co\; per year. Greater efficiency
on the part of the individual rancher v/ith a relatively fixed number of annual
man hours available would allow him to expend more man hours on an increase in
his beef cow herd or some other ranch activity. In organizing his work sche
dule the individual rancher will be required to expend greater man hours during
the winter and spring months (particularly in April which requires approximately
25% of the total annual labor requirements). The summer and fall months require
relatively low percentages of labor, Tlie monthly percentages of labor required
at average efficiency are fairly stable regardless of cov; herd size.
Table 1. lian Hours Per Cow in the Herd of Low, Average, and High Levels
of Labor Efficiency on an Annual Basis
High Average Lov;
Number of Efficiency Level Efficiency Level Efficiency Level
Cows (Man Hours) Olan Hours) (Han Hours)
10 20.35 23.58 27.32
20 1A.50 17.57 21.28
30 11.90 14.79 18.38
AO 10.34 13.09 16.57
50 9.27 11.90 15.29
60 8.48 11.02 14.31
70 7.86 10.32 13.54
80 7.37 9.75 12.90
90 6.95 9.27 12.37
100 6.60 8.87 11.90
110 6.30 8.51 11.50
120 6.04 8.21 11.15
130 5.81 7.93 10.83
lAO 5.60 7.69 10.54
150 5.42 7.46 10.28
160 5.25 7.26 10.05
170 5.10 7.08 9.83
180 4.96 6.91 9.63
190 4.83 6.75 9.44
200 4.71 6.61 9.27
210 4.60 6.47 9.11
220 4.49 6.34 8.96
230 4.40 6.22 8.81
2A0 4.31 6.11 8.68
250 4.22 6.01 8.55
260 4.14 5.91 8.43
270 4.06 5.81 8.32
280 3.99 5.73 8.21
290 3.93 5.65 8.11
300 3.86 5.56 8.01
310 3.80 5.48 7.91
320 4.74 5.41 7.82
330 3.68 5.34 7.74
3A0 3.63 5.27 7.65
350 3.58 5.21 7.57
Table 2, Percent of Total Labor Use by llonths at Average Efficiency
Month
10-49
Cattle
50-99
Cattle
100-149
Cattle
150-199
Cattle
200-350
Cattle
January 11.40 10.40 10.07 9.62 7.95
1
February 11.48 10.40 10.07 9.62 7.95
March 11.48 10.40 10.07 9.62 7.95
April 24.76 26.28 25.32 26.16 29.71
May 8.00 8.66 10.49 12.62 20.15
June 1.44 1.61 1.84 1.75 .90
July 1.44 1.61 1.04 1.75 .90
August 1.44
1
1.61 1.84 1.75 .90
September 4.08 6.62 6.48 6.12 6.79
October 1.44 1.61 1.84 1.75 .90
November 11.48 10.40 10.07
1
9.62 7.95
December 11.48 10.40 10.07 9.62 7.95
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%
Table 3* Summary of Beef Cattle Labor Requirements*
Item
Number of Farms
Nuirber of Cows
52
lO-AO
55
50-99
19 13
100-149 150-199
-Man Hours Per Cow-
Grinding feed
Hauling feed
Hauling hay
Haul manure
Dehom, castrate,
brand, & vaccinate
Care at calving
Veterinary
General management
TOTAL
0.538
4.049
6.387
1.233
0.479
2.385
0.056
3.079
18.206
0.292
1.599
4.106
1.002
0.570
1.602
0.071
2.114
11.356
*Suramary of data obtained in survey.
6
0.352
1.135
2.986
0.597
0.421
1.568
0.053
1.940
9.052
0.193
1.216
2.374
0.454
0.350
1.741
0.037
1.640
8.005
5
200-350
0.726
1.070
1.078
0.172
0.400
2.620
0.012
0.731
6.809
•g
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Figuro I, Relationsjiip of Man Hours Per Cow to Size of Herd
y = ^•13861 - ,42^3 Lo2_ ;c(.06396) "
N = 1^1
= .2^035 (sig. at .01 level)
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